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When Luke Coleman first touches his sister’s doll, he feels an extraordinary warmth travel the length of his arm. Natasha is like nothing he’s ever seen, but the attraction soon develops into a crippling obsession.

In desperation, Luke turns to his eccentric aunt Nadia for support. Why was Natasha the only doll of her kind ever made? What is the history his aunt is so reluctant to reveal?

At nineteen, Luke is still a loner, unable to form a relationship and no closer to understanding the reasons behind his fixation. But someone has been watching him, someone else who is looking for answers, and when they meet, Luke’s life will change forever.

Content warning: childhood abuse, suicide ideation, domestic violence.


Dedication

For Linda


Chapter One

If Walt Disney’s story began with a mouse then I guess mine began with a doll. Don’t worry, it wasn’t the kind you see in the horror movies. No one got hacked to death in the middle of the night, although the devil did live among us…and he was a living, breathing human being. I was one of three kids: Sadie, my appropriately named sadistic younger sister, Ronald, my older, hyperactive brother, and me, Luke, the one stuck right in the middle. My family was well known in the neighbourhood, thanks to our father. Frank Coleman had a drinking habit and a foul temper.

Occasionally, our mother would get a late-night call from the police to tell us he wasn’t coming home, and my heart would give a joyful skip. It meant we didn’t have to hide under the covers, and my mother didn’t have to prepare his supper and pray there was nothing on the plate that displeased him. I hated my father. It was as simple as that.

I could find no place for him in my heart, and I’m pretty sure I had no place in his. He told me I had a girly face and would make fun of me at every opportunity. “I have spawned three kids—a boy, a girl and Luke, whatever the hell he is.” Then he’d roar with laughter, a hideous, throaty sound like a witch who’d just boiled a child.

It didn’t take long for his reputation as a fighter and a bully to bring our whole family into disrepute. At school, we were the kids no one wanted to play with, and no parent wanted their little angels attending a birthday party at the Colemans’ place. The locals believed what was in the cat was in the kittens.

Our mother didn’t escape the gossipmongers either. Any woman who stayed with a man like that? Well, they deserved everything they got. You didn’t marry anyone from the Kirkland estate, an infamous development a little over five miles away. Dad was living proof that nothing good came out of there, and no one was surprised when two kids from the estate killed a mother and toddler while out joyriding in a stolen car.

That was bad enough, but the locals concluded our mother was a prostitute and Frank was a client who’d decided to stick around. No one had ever seen her walking the streets or calling at some random guy’s house, and no one had ever seen any man, other than my father, cross our doorstep, but it hardly mattered. People believed what they wanted to believe.

I attended a school that focused on results rather than the welfare of its pupils. They liked middle-class kids, and we were an embarrassment. Sadie didn’t help the family reputation by telling one of the teachers to piss off when they accused her of stealing a coat from the cloakroom before the half-term break, but I didn’t blame her for kicking off. As far as the teachers were concerned, if anything went missing, it had to be one of us.

The truth was, we were good kids with a mother who struggled to survive on whatever money was left in the pot, but she was cursed with an eternal optimism that led her to believe our father would change, that one day, he would see the light, give up the drink and become the man she thought she’d married.

Our father was an only child, whose parents were both dead before I turned three, and they left him enough money to buy our house outright. Things must have gotten off to a pretty good start even though Dad had always liked a drink, but as soon as we came along, he began a career as a professional piss-head. Mum’s parents pretty much disowned her after he put her in hospital for serving him a cold chicken tikka and she refused to move out. Soon they stopped coming round altogether, so Mum would drop us off at Nan’s place every Saturday afternoon on her way to help a friend at a local market stall.

It was only pin money, but it helped to keep food on the table and decent shoes on our feet, although it rarely stretched to more than that. Although the house was a reasonable size, by the time I reached my tenth birthday, it was looking shabby. There was nothing specific. The doors weren’t hanging off their hinges, and we had a roof full of slates, but compared to the neighbours’ houses with their manicured lawns, pristine uPVC doors and windows, ours looked decidedly unloved.

I think our mother kind of gave up on the place. Looking back, I’m guessing it was depression. I’d catch her standing at the kitchen sink staring out over our garden with its knee-high grass; I knew she’d been crying, and it broke my heart. I wanted to hug her, but I’d always end up sloping away before she realised I was there.

The only reason our father could pay the bills was his extraordinary ability to lay a straight line of bricks while he was off his head on whisky and beer. He was brilliant at his job and managed to find plenty of work outside the local area. He was quicker than most and could turn on the charm when he wanted to. I think, in fact, I’m pretty damn sure he played away. He wasn’t good-looking and was a bit on the scrawny side, but there was something about him, something our mother had seen and then lived to regret.

I could never really understand how they got together. Mum was never a drinker, and she was certainly no party girl. Then there was the God thing: Mum was brought up a Catholic, while Dad was so fiercely anti-religious she was afraid to even mention the Church. I’m guessing most of the scraps he got into were due to his hatred of the Church. He would stand at the bar, ranting on about paedophile priests and referred to the Pope as a choirboy’s pimp.

That never went down well at the Green Man’s Arms, and our father would probably have ended up in hospital if it wasn’t for the guys who ran the pub. Kirk and Barry were ex-wrestlers who always intervened before it got too heavy. I don’t think Dad had many real mates, which wasn’t surprising because he refused to tolerate anyone who didn’t share his views. He was a control freak and ruled over our home with his vicious tongue and flying fists.


Chapter Two

Ron was two years older than me, and there were occasions when I saw something of our father in him. It might have been a look, a sarcastic smile or a flash of temper, but like I said before, we were good kids on the whole. Ron and I shared a bedroom, and we played video games together on the second-hand plasma TV Mum bought for fifty pounds from a mate. I remember watching in eager anticipation as Dad fixed it to the wall. That was his good deed for the year.

Ron would always win; games were never my thing. I loved books and found my own secret place in a small meadow on the fringes of our local park. There was a tree that stood alone in a small, grassy clearing. It wasn’t pretty, not like the other trees. Its branches reached into the heavens like a claw ready to snatch an unsuspecting bird from the sky and swallow it whole, but I felt safe in its shadow, reading the stories of Narnia and the adventures of Robinson Crusoe. I christened the tree Falcon after the bird in Kes.

I never really bothered with TV either. I relied too much on my imagination, and the movie guys usually messed up, casting the wrong people in the wrong roles. The books were always better. I was probably the most avid reader in the school and became something of an enigma. I was a Coleman, so they expected me to be a fighter and a bully, yet I was quite the opposite and my reports were always good. My English teacher, Mr. Jenkins, had two novels published and a few of the parents had bought his books. I hadn’t read either of them, but I still kind of looked up to him. I think he was one of the few teachers who had time for me, as if he understood that I really wasn’t planning on turning out like my dad. Maybe that’s why he made a point of telling me I was a really good writer and took time out to talk to me about the books I’d read.

Ron used to tell me I talked like a thirty-year-old, and he was probably right. I was never streetwise, and I didn’t use slang—I guess it was to do with the books. The kids in my class were into a local band called Manderley, and Jimmy Moss liked to come to school in a T-shirt with their name emblazoned across the chest. When I asked him if the band were named after the fictional home from a Daphne du Maurier novel, he looked at me like I was crazy. He’d never even heard of Daphne du Maurier. I couldn’t believe it!

Sometimes I’d try to talk to Ron about Dad, but he didn’t want to know. I kind of understood. If Ron was going to spill his guts to anyone, it wouldn’t be his little brother, but I worried it was only a matter of time before Dad took Ron under his wing in an attempt to mould his eldest son into a clone of himself: a foul-mouthed, aggressive, bricklaying piss-head.

Mum was powerless, lost in her own home and at the mercy of a man over whom she had no control. I’m not sure what would have happened if her sister hadn’t phoned one bleak November afternoon to announce she was flying home for Christmas. It was clear from the flustered look on Mum’s face that Aunt Nadia was expecting to stay with us. I could tell how much she was dreading breaking the news to Dad, although his response was pretty typical.

“What? That fucking hippie chick? Staying here? For how long?”

Mum shrugged. “She didn’t say.”

“And where’s she gonna sleep?”

“She can have Sadie’s room.”

That was news to my sister, who let out a howl of protest. Our father shot her a look, and she withered like a poisoned plant.

“I can’t say no,” Mum protested. “She’s been in America for six years now.”

“Well, she better not bring that tart of hers. I’m not having two lesbians making out while the kids are in the house. It’s disgusting.”

“She’s single. They broke up twelve months ago,” Mum pleaded. Looking back, I can understand why she didn’t defend her sister.

“Sometimes I wish there was a hell because I’d love to see those perverts burn for eternity, and I’m sorry, Julia, but that includes your Nadia.”

Listening to him apologising like it was regrettable that his hatred extended to Aunt Nadia, I wished I was big enough to kick the shit out of him. Everything was pretty simple as far as he was concerned. He was a homophobe—I’d heard the word on TV. Tears welled in Mum’s eyes. Sadie started to cry. Ron was trembling, staring down at his shoes. Something exploded inside of me.

“I hate you!” I screamed. “You’re a horrible, cruel man who gets drunk all the time…” I trailed off, and the whole room fell silent as if someone had pressed the pause button on my life.

For a moment, Dad looked stunned, then, while I sat paralysed by fear, he stood slowly, deliberately, removed his studded leather belt and walked towards me, a glint in his eye. Pure terror ripped through me, and my heart pounded so hard I honestly thought my ears were going to burst.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please—”

It was too late. That evil bastard, that demon in human form, dragged me to my feet and pulled up my shirt. The first lash was like a red-hot poker across my back. I bit my lip, afraid to cry in case it angered him even more. There was a second, then a third. I felt the blood trickling down my chin as I bit harder. The punishment was twenty lashes for my insolence. He counted them out, one by one.

Sixteen…seventeen…eighteen…

On the nineteenth stroke, I passed out. The next thing I remembered was Mum bathing my wounds with antiseptic.

***

Ron rarely left my side after that beating, but he still wouldn’t talk about Dad. I had to lie on my front for weeks and wasn’t in the mood to play video games, so Ron sat up telling jokes and acting stupid, trying to make me laugh. He’d wait until he thought I was asleep and then, every night as I listened in silence, he’d sob into his pillow.


Chapter Three

Aunt Nadia arrived ten days before Christmas. My back still bore deep, red welts and they itched like crazy, but Mum persuaded me to not say anything.

“Your aunt is a bit, you know, different. I think she might get really angry if she finds out what your father did, and we don’t want a load of trouble at Christmas, do we?”

Mum was right: Nadia was different. She arrived wearing a dress that had more colours than Joseph’s Dreamcoat and a headband of tiny flowers—more flowers, in fact, than we had in our entire garden. Her blonde, red-streaked hair hung halfway down her back, and Ron reckoned a dare-devil motorcyclist could have jumped through her huge, hoopy earrings. I was startled and awestruck at the same time. How could this colourful, outgoing woman be Mum’s sister?

We all saw the contempt on our father’s face as soon as he clapped eyes on his sister-in-law. I guess Nadia saw it too, but she ignored his brisk snarl of a greeting and turned her attention to us. “Well, haven’t you all grown!” Her eyes fell upon Sadie. “My word, you were a wee baby when I last saw you.”

Sadie was impressed by our house guest. “I love that dress. Where did you get it?”

Nadia beamed. “Why, thank you. I made it. Would you like me to make you one too?”

Sadie let out a stifled squeal. “Oh, yes, I’d like that! Thank you!”

I wasn’t sure about Aunt Nadia, not at first. It was as if she’d stepped straight out of one of the old videos we’d watched in school of the sixties flower-power generation and Woodstock with all those long-haired guys waving peace banners. It looked like fun, but why would anyone want to dress like that now?

She called us darling and sweetheart and insisted we called her Nadia because Aunt was a label that aged her. She was into all the nature stuff and didn’t eat meat, which was going to be a problem on Christmas Day.

Our father was typically churlish when she happened to mention her veganism. “Well, don’t think we’re gonna be cooking up a fucking nut roast just for you.”

Nadia smiled sweetly and suggested meditation might help with his anger issues. “You’ll feel a whole lot better, my angel,” she advised airily, “and it will help with your drink habit too.”

Ron got the giggles and made a swift exit from the room, pulling me with him. “Did you hear that? She called Dad an angel—did you see his face? This is gonna be so much fun!”

I nodded vaguely in agreement. I couldn’t figure out whether Nadia was completely crazy or super clever. If Dad laid so much as a finger on her, she’d have him in a police cell before the day was out, and he knew it.

Even as a ten-year-old, I sensed my aunt wasn’t someone you crossed. The steeliness in her eyes belied her hippy-like demeanour, and over the weeks before Christmas, I grew to like her more and more, although we were all wondering what kind of presents we were going to get from her on Christmas Day.

“I’ll probably get a plant or something,” Ron grumbled. “She’s into anything that’s green.”

Sadie looked horrified. “I hope I don’t get a plant. I want a puppy.”

“Well, you ain’t gonna get one of those,” Ron said, “not from Aunt Nadia anyway.”

Sadie looked glum. “I don’t care as long as it’s not a stupid plant.”

Ron rolled his eyes. My sister always spoke her mind. If she didn’t like something, you knew about it. Personally, I didn’t care what I got from Nadia. I didn’t really care what I got off anyone. One good day a year didn’t make up for the shit we put up with for the other three hundred and sixty-four. We didn’t need presents. We needed some luck. Mum insisted that one day, she’d win the lottery, but even though there was no windfall, no massive cheque to inflate the Colemans’ bank account, our first Christmas with Aunt Nadia was one I’d never, ever forget.


Chapter Four

Ron got a couple of games for his console. They were either pirate copies or stolen, but they worked so no one asked any questions. Sadie got some posh trainers, which Mum must have bought because they were branded and our father never went for branded clothing. I got trainers too, along with the tracksuit Mum knew I wanted. It was a decent start to the day in the Coleman household, and we still had Nadia’s presents to look forward to.

“I’m going to give you my presents over dinner…when you’ve all calmed down a bit,” she announced with a theatrical wink. That suggested it might be something really special, but I guessed it was her way of cranking up the drama. We sat down to eat at three that afternoon, by which time our father had polished off a couple of beers and half a bottle of malt whisky. Nadia made her own nut roast and insisted on spooning portions onto our plates so we’d know exactly what we were missing. When we finished eating, she reached under the table.

“Right, kids, it’s time for your presents.”

I recall holding my breath, God knows why when none of us could have known what she’d brought into our home.

Nadia passed the first parcel to Ron. “This is for you, dear,” she said proudly. We waited anxiously as my brother tore off the wrapping paper.

“Books?” Ron looked totally bewildered. How could she have got it so wrong?

“Yes, the Narnia tales—the full set. They’re wonderful.”

Ron had never opened a book in his life—not unless it had something to do with school work.

“Thanks. I’ll start reading them tonight,” he replied with an edgy smile.

Nadia reached down again. This time, it was my turn. The parcel was a little bigger, and I opened it slowly, giving me a chance to work on my happy face. I needn’t have worried. It was a ceiling projector. “Brilliant! I’ve always wanted one of these.”

“It’s very therapeutic,” my aunt cooed. “You can lie in your bed looking at the universe above your head.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, managing to convince Nadia it was the best present I’d ever received.

“Well, Ron will enjoy it too, and you can always read the Narnia books. It will be nice to share your gifts.”

I didn’t mention I’d already read them, as Sadie was becoming impatient.

“And look what I’ve got for my darling niece,” Nadia announced, reaching under the table for the final time.

My eight-year-old sister’s eyes narrowed in concern as she studied the parcel, which was obviously neither a book nor a plant. It was about eighteen inches long and six inches wide, and while I was pretty good in assessing measurements, I couldn’t begin to guess what was inside, and neither could Ron, and we frowned at each other. We competed at guessing what was in the parcels underneath the tree every year and never managed to get it right.

Sadie followed my example and opened her gift carefully, although her face genuinely lit up as she tore away the last remnants of paper. “It’s a doll! Look, Mum!”

My sister was probably the happiest kid in town. Nadia had arrived with the perfect gift, and it irritated my father no end. He seemed jealous, which was really odd because he never bothered with my sister. If he cared little for Ron and me, he cared even less for Sadie. He’d never wanted a daughter and made no secret of it.

The doll was called Natasha, a kind of Barbie but bigger. She was encased in a pale-blue box, and it took Sadie a couple of minutes to free her from the packaging.

“She’s very special,” Nadia informed us. “Natasha is a limited edition.”

Sadie’s eyes were wild with excitement as she held up the doll. “Look. Isn’t she beautiful?”

My sister was right. Instinctively, I reached out and touched the hair. My fingers tingled, and warmth travelled the length of my arm. It felt wonderful; it felt exciting. I stared at Natasha. She was perfect.

“Hey!” my father roared. “Stop playing with the friggin’ doll. Are you a fucking gay boy or something?”

I withdrew my hand quickly.

Ron jumped in, ignoring the outburst. “OMG…it’s like someone’s gone and shrunk a proper girl!”

Everyone laughed, everyone except our father. Nadia refused to look at him, which I think was her way of keeping the peace.

“How did you get her?” Ron asked, still staring at the doll in bemusement.

Nadia smiled and tapped the side of her nose. “That’s for me to know.”

“You didn’t steal it, did you?” Sadie asked in alarm.

“Of course I didn’t! I’d never do anything like that. I restore dolls and teddy bears—that’s how I earn a living.”

My sister’s eyes widened. “Really? You fix broken toys for children?”

Nadia laughed. “Not just children. Many dolls and teddy bears are worth hundreds of pounds, especially when they’re very rare.”

Ron’s mouth dropped open. “Wow! Is Natasha worth a lot of money?”

Nadia brushed the question aside with a shrug.

“I’m going to show her my bedroom,” Sadie announced. She didn’t seem to care that her gift could be a priceless toy.

Watching her disappear with the doll clutched tightly to her chest, I envied her. I wanted to hold Natasha—if only for a moment. I wanted to touch her lifelike face. I wanted to gaze into those eyes and feel that strange, wonderful warmth, but at the time, I had no idea why.


Chapter Five

No one saw the doll again that Christmas. Sadie kept Natasha in her bedroom, no doubt hiding her away from our father, who would think nothing of cashing in a child’s toy for a wedge of beer money.

Ron and I spent the nights between Christmas and New Year lying on our beds, staring at the universe above us. To be fair, I got more pleasure from Nadia’s gift than anything else I’d received that year. I felt a little bit guilty because Mum would’ve spent all the money she’d earned on our presents. She worried about making Christmas special for us kids, and I saw every year how pale and tired she was during those few weeks in December when everyone went mad spending money they didn’t have. Our father used it as an excuse to drink even more than usual, which meant we kept out of the way while Mum anxiously crept around the house knowing a single word or look could set him off.

The universe projected onto the ceiling above might have been the last thing I saw every night before I fell asleep, but Natasha’s face was the first thing I saw in my dreams. I didn’t dare tell Ron. What would he think? I was a ten-year-old boy obsessing over a doll. I secretly hoped he’d drop a casual comment that suggested he was as captivated as I was, but whenever I tried to bring up the subject—under the guise of wondering what Natasha might be worth—he brushed it aside with, “It’s only a doll. I wouldn’t believe everything Nadia tells you.”

I noticed he’d started reading The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. Ron wasn’t stupid; he knew our aunt was bound to ask what he thought of the books at some point over the holidays, but I think he was also anxious to please her. She was breezy but candid, which meant our father kept a low profile. He seemed intimidated by his sister-in-law because she wasn’t controllable like Mum and us, and his passive mood lulled me into a false sense of security. I wasn’t even aware he was around the day I sneaked into Sadie’s bedroom.

Ron was at the local park with one of the few kids who didn’t mind hanging out with a Coleman, Sadie was at the movies with Nadia, and Mum was in the kitchen, washing the breakfast dishes, so I figured it was safe to hold the doll for a while. You’re probably expecting me to tell you Natasha opened her eyes and we ended up having some kind of bizarre conversation. She didn’t. Still, my heart thumped like crazy and I felt beads of perspiration trickling down my brow as I gently stroked her face.

I was at that age where I kept away from girls, yet I was curious enough to lift Natasha’s navy-blue dress. She had white pants. Could I take a peek? Was that okay? I pulled the pants away from her body: there was nothing but a barely visible crease between her legs. That was when I heard it, a familiar grunt, and looked up to see my father standing in the doorway.

There was nowhere to run. Fear coursed through every inch of my body as I stood, rooted to the spot. He wasn’t wearing a belt, but I saw the rage in his eyes a second before his bony fingers grasped the back of my neck and he flung me against the wall. The fist in the small of my back knocked me dizzy, and I cried out.

“Shut up, you fucking little faggot!” he snarled and kicked off his shoe, whacking it hard against my thighs over and over again.

I was unconscious by the time my mother arrived. I know because they told me when I woke up in a hospital bed.


Chapter Six

Severe bruising, a concussion, broken ribs and a fractured wrist, there was nothing my father could have done to make me hate him more, but it wasn’t my mother who had called the police to report the bastard to the social services. It was Nadia.

Despite our family’s reputation, we’d managed to keep the authorities away from our door. They usually picked my father up from the pubs or social clubs, but that particular day, our bleary-eyed neighbours, still hung over from New Year celebrations, watched as I was carried out on a stretcher, closely followed by my father, who was bundled into a waiting police car.

It didn’t take long for news to travel. I was on my way to hospital and Frank Coleman was on his way to a cell. He had sunk to an all-time low, and Nadia took control. She wasn’t having any shit. My father was served with a restraining order, and I felt safe for the first time in my life.

I really believed my mother’s anguish was born from the guilt she felt for not protecting me, but less than a week after the beating, we were sitting around the table for Sunday lunch and she looked across at me sadly.

“Luke, can I ask why were you playing with the doll?

I shrugged, not sure why she was asking.

She shook her head and sighed. “Look, I’m not saying your father was right for punishing you, but maybe—”

Nadia’s fist came crashing down on the table with such force every plate jumped several inches into the air. “Are you serious?” she roared. “Punishing him? For what?”

Mum’s eyes darkened. “Frank doesn’t like boys playing with girls’ toys. Luke knows that.”

My aunt’s face was purple with rage. “I don’t even know where to begin! If that’s what you honestly believe, then you should move out too because you’re clearly not fit to have kids.”

“That’s bang out of order, Mum,” Ron added. “It’s like he’s brainwashed you.”

Nadia flung her chair backwards and glared at my mother. “I can’t even eat at the same table as you.” She turned back to us. “Come on, kids, we’ll go catch a movie. My treat.”

I’d normally have hesitated. The last thing I wanted to do was gang up on Mum, but I felt betrayed. I wanted her on my side, not hovering somewhere in between.

It was a ten-minute drive to the nearest cinema, during which no one spoke. We didn’t even know what we were going to see, and I couldn’t have cared less. Nadia told us to wait by the usher while she got the tickets for the latest Disney animation.

While we were on our own, Ron placed a reassuring arm around Sadie’s shoulders. “You’ll be okay, kiddo. We all will.”

Sadie managed a tearful smile. “I want Nadia to stay forever,” she croaked. “Will you ask her?”

Ron grinned. “Don’t worry. I already have.”

***

I can’t remember anything about the movie. It was nothing more than a kaleidoscope of shifting colours. Nadia kept checking I was okay, but I didn’t want any fuss, so I nodded and kept my eyes on the screen. When we got home, I went straight up to my bedroom and lay on the bed, trying hard not to cry. I knew she was only trying to help, hoping that a movie might cheer me up, but I wanted to be on my own.

After a few minutes, there was a knock on the door.

“Hey, honey, can I come in?”

It was a rhetorical question. Mum was already standing at the bottom of my bed looking flustered. “I’m really sorry. I wasn’t blaming you.”

“It sounded as if you were,” I mumbled.

Mum sidled around and sat beside me on the bed. “Your father told me you were looking up the doll’s dress—”

“He’s not my father,” I snapped. “And I don’t want to see him again…ever!”

“I can understand that, and I promise you, he’ll never hit you again. I’ll make sure.”

There was a silence. I guess my mother was waiting for me to thank her or something, but I was still hurting, so I said nothing and waited for her to start asking more questions.

“Luke. I’m not angry with you, but…”

I finished the sentence for her. “You want to know why I was playing with the doll.”

“Well, yes. And why you were looking under her pants.”

I shrugged. Looking back, I’m still puzzled why any mother would be surprised that a prepubescent boy was curious about female anatomy. It was all part of growing up, and it wasn’t as if Natasha was real.

“You must have taken the doll from Sadie’s bedroom,” she continued. “Why would you do something like that?”

“I guess because she’s not like a normal doll, and—”

My mother didn’t let me finish. “Look, honey. I know they tell you it’s perfectly okay to play with girls’ stuff, but it’s not. Okay? Girls like a proper man.”

“What? Like Dad?”

“I didn’t mean that. What would all your classmates say if they knew you played with your sister’s toys? They’d laugh.”

I didn’t have an argument at the time. I was a kid, a confused kid, who felt there was only one person he could turn to, and that was Nadia.

***

Without our father, our home should have been a happier place, but it wasn’t. I sensed the tension between Mum and Nadia. They didn’t argue—not in front of us anyway—but our aunt was quite capable of stunning anyone with a look of pure contempt if they angered her, so I spent more and more time in my bedroom, reading and studying the stars on my ceiling.

I was three chapters into a Gerald Durrell book when Sadie came knocking one Friday night. She stood in front of me with her hands behind her back and a mischievous grin on her face.

“I’ve got something for you,” she whispered.

I half expected to be soaked by the spray from an old washing-up liquid bottle.

“Ta-da!” She thrust the doll into my hands. “Look who’s come to see you.”

I was kind of dumbstruck, and Sadie sagged in disappointment. “I thought you’d be pleased. I don’t mind if you want to look at her knickers—”

“What? Who told you that?”

Sadie frowned. “Dad, of course. He’s told everyone.”

“Everyone?”

“Yes, I think so. He told the policeman they should arrest you because you’re a pervert and you play with girls’ things.”

I took hold of Natasha, my hands trembling. Sadie was staring at me.

“Are you scared or something?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No. Why would I be? It’s just a doll.”

Yet when I held her, it was as if nothing else mattered. Most dolls were plastic and shiny, but Natasha had a milky, smooth complexion. Her skin felt real, and I was mesmerised.

Sadie looked baffled. “Why are you staring at her like that?” She snatched the doll back. “You really are weird. Maybe boys shouldn’t play with girls’ things.”

“You gave her to me. I didn’t ask you to.”

“I know, but you looked like you wanted to…to kiss her or something.” She gave me one of those disapproving looks parents give their kids when they do something crazy and ran out of the room before I had a chance to defend myself.


Chapter Seven

The following day, while Ron and Mum were out shopping, Nadia took me aside. “I think you could do with a friend,” she said softly as I sat opposite her at the kitchen table. “Sadie told me about the doll, but I don’t think she meant to be quite so mean.”

I nodded. Where was I supposed to begin?

Nadia looked me in the eye. “Well, I’m going to tell you straight, Luke. It’s not wrong to like girls’ stuff. That’s the truth, and I don’t care what anyone else tells you, whoever they are.” She reached over and took my hand. “But maybe you should have asked Sadie before you went into her room.”

I was relieved to discover Nadia thought I was guilty of nothing more than trespassing and petty theft. Better that than being labelled a pervert.

My aunt looked me straight in the eye. “So how does she make you feel?” Her smile warmed me. It was like walking out from a cold room into the sunshine.

“Kind of tingly inside, I guess.”

Her smile faded. “I’m going to tell you something,” she said in little more than a whisper. “Natasha is more than a limited edition.”

I wasn’t sure why that mattered. “What do you mean?”

“It’s a rather sad tale, and I really don’t feel able to break the confidence of the people involved. Besides, I think if Sadie found out why Natasha was made, she might not want to play with her anymore.”

“I don’t understand. Is there something wrong with the doll?”

Nadia laughed. “Oh, don’t panic. She’s not about to spring to life and go on a killing spree like they do in those horror movies.”

“But why wouldn’t Sadie want to play with her? She loves that doll.”

My aunt leaned forward and pinched my cheek. “I know, darling. That’s why I don’t want to risk upsetting her.”

It was obvious she wasn’t going to tell me anything more, but now I was even more intrigued. It wasn’t as if I could go and buy my own Natasha from a toy shop, and if Sadie lost her or got rid of her, I’d never see her again. My heartbeat quickened at the thought.

Nadia must have seen the panic on my face. “This is going to sound strange, but…do you know what an aura is?”

I’d heard the word, but that was about all. I shook my head.

“We all give off some kind of vibe—an aura—which certain people can pick up on.” She hesitated. “If I was a colour, which one do you think I’d be?”

It was a weird question, but it was easier to play along. “Yellow,” I replied after several seconds.

“Yellow?”

“Yes. Like sunshine.”

Aunt Nadia beamed. “Aww, that’s so sweet, darling. Thank you.”

“Dad would be black,” I added.

“And what about your mother?”

“Pale blue.”

“And Natasha?”

The question perplexed me. “She’s not real, so she can’t have a colour.”

My aunt shook her head. “She may not give off an aura, but what colour comes into your mind?”

“I think…it would be white. Like a very, very bright light.”

Nadia smiled. She seemed really pleased with me. “White is the colour of a very spiritual person.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, it’s difficult to explain in a few words, but it’s good. It would mean if Natasha was real, she would be a very good person.”

“You mean, like an angel?”

My aunt chuckled. “Not quite. She wouldn’t have wings, but she’d be very special.”

“Does that mean I’m going to start liking girls—because I like the doll?

“Maybe. You said she made you feel tingly inside. That’s exactly how it feels when you love someone.”

“Are you saying I’m in love with a doll?”

Nadia laughed. “Oh, Luke, what a sweetheart you are. You’re still a child, and when the time is right, you’ll meet someone and settle down. Maybe one day you’ll tell your own children how your first love was Natasha.” She reached over and ruffled my hair, but what she never told me was that for some people, their first love was also their last.


Chapter Eight

Nadia made peace with my mother, and over the following months we lived in perfect harmony. I no longer worried that my father might catch me looking at the doll, and his absence meant I could sneak into Sadie’s room and hold her for a while. I should have been happy, but my fascination with Natasha was messing with my head. I continued to dream of her and imagined the conversations we might have, trying to convince myself I was rehearsing for when the right girl came along, but by the age of fifteen, when the other kids in school were hooking up with each other, I’d not seen any girl who interested me.

On my sixteenth birthday, we went out for a meal at the local Italian restaurant. It was just the family plus Nadia’s new girlfriend, whom she’d met at a craft fair. It worked out well for me because Frida was anxious to impress my aunt and gave me a card with a twenty-pound note inside. That was pretty good considering she was virtually a stranger, but even better, Mum realised her own gift of a ten-pound note looked mean by comparison and added another twenty.

I was still in my bedroom, working out what I was going to buy with my wad of fresh bank notes, when Sadie marched into my room with Natasha in her hand. “Happy Birthday, bruv,” she said and pushed the doll into my hands. “She’s all yours.”

Sadie was fourteen and showing an aptitude for anything to do with science, spending most evenings with her head in a book. She was growing up fast, but I hadn’t expected her to part with the doll so soon.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She nodded. “I know you like her, and it’s a bit weird, to be honest, but I don’t play with her anymore.”

I hid Natasha under my pillow. I didn’t want to get into any kind of discussion with Ron. He’d find out, of course, but not on my birthday. He wouldn’t understand, I’d known that from the start.

It all came to a head the following day, when I came home early from school and headed straight upstairs to be with Natasha, only to come face-to-face with a topless Aunt Nadia and a bottomless Frida coming out of the bedroom.

They both let out a kind of shriek and turned, slamming the door behind them. I ran into my bedroom, trying to erase the image from my mind. How was I going to face Nadia again?

Ron picked up on the atmosphere around the table that evening. “What was up with those two tonight? They were really quiet.”

I told him all about the encounter at the top of the stairs and saw the lecherous grin on his face.

“What was she like?” he asked.

“Who? Aunt Nadia? Why would you want to know?”

“Not Nadia, you prick. Frida. She’s hot for her age.”

“Not really. She’s got loads of dimples,” I replied dismissively.

“Dimples?”

“Yeah. On the tops of her legs.”

Ron looked disgusted. “Luke, it’s called cellulite. Dolls don’t have it, but real women do!”

“Oh yeah? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means Natasha isn’t real. She’s a model of a woman that doesn’t exist. Real women fart, burp and sweat. They have scars, and they have moods, and sometimes they talk too much and get on your nerves. So if you think you’re ever going to hook up with a real-life Natasha who just stares back at you with gooey eyes then you’d better forget it!”

The following day, Mum went out for a meal with Nadia and Frida, leaving me alone with Ron and his new girlfriend. We had hardly spoken for twenty-four hours, and to make things worse, Tricia was lying across my bed.

“Hey, this is my bedroom too!” I protested. “Can’t you go somewhere else?”

Tricia grimaced guiltily. “We could go downstairs and watch some TV,” she suggested.

My brother pulled rank. “Take no notice. He’s jealous because I’ve got myself a real woman.”

Tricia grinned coyly.

“Oh that’s not a compliment,” I said with a sneer. “Because my brother thinks real women stink and talk too much! Just ask him. That’s exactly what he said.”

I ran from the room as an old Buzz Lightyear slipper flew past my head. It felt good to get one over on my brother, but maybe I should have kept my mouth shut. Ron would have to explain why he’d said what he did, and then Tricia would know about me and my sister’s doll.

I made myself a sandwich from some leftover ham in the fridge, took Natasha from the shoebox at the back of the cupboard in the hall, where I’d hidden her after Ron’s ‘real women fart, burp and sweat’ rant, and went to sit on the couch.

I hadn’t intended to fall asleep halfway through a repeat of a tedious old game show, but I did and woke to see my mother peering down at me in anger and bewilderment. The doll was lying on the cushion, inches from my lips. I knew it didn’t look good. She turned and fled the room like it was on fire, leaving me with Nadia, who looked pretty uncomfortable but managed to ask if I was okay just the same.

My mother’s swift exit worked out well for me. She raced up the stairs and walked in on my brother and Tricia having sex. She had him big time. Apparently, Ron had not been wearing a condom, and while he got an ear-bashing, I managed to sneak under the radar. I almost hoped Tricia was pregnant because no one was going to be arsed about my fixation with a doll if there was a baby on the way.

In the end, they got away with it. Tricia didn’t get caught, and life rolled on in the Coleman household, but Ron found a new life outside the local area. He began to take Tricia out on the town, occasionally arriving home pissed as a fart. I could tell my mother was worried. She’d had enough of drunk men. I didn’t share her concerns, though. Ron was different because, unlike Dad, alcohol made him super sentimental and he’d insist on hugging me. “You’re gonna be okay, bruv,” he’d slur, often leaving a trail of saliva on my neck. “And I really mean it. You deserve to be happy.”

There was only two years between us, but he was officially an adult now, and it was as if the shackles of the family name had fallen off. He had a girl who didn’t care about our father’s reputation; she didn’t care what the locals thought. She saw us for what we were: a pretty decent family, but the truth was, my brother and I were drifting apart. Ron began spending more and more time at Tricia’s place, and I ended up on my own, staring at the planets on my bedroom ceiling.

Natasha would be there by the bedside lamp, and at times I’d swear she was watching my every move. I wanted to know if there were other people like me and spent hours online, looking for some kind of explanation. I read about a woman who married a garden swing and a guy who got engaged to a fairground ride. Neither seemed to care if people ridiculed them, and I couldn’t work out if they were brave or bat-shit crazy. It was as if the decision to go public gave them a kind of peace, but I wanted answers.

Studying further, I found out they were what was known as ‘objectophiliacs’, obsessed with inanimate objects such as cars or structures, whereas agalmatophiliacs were infatuated with statues or life-size dolls.

So that was it. I was an agalmatophiliac, one of a small band of odd-bods who didn’t fit in anywhere. I finally had a label to hang on myself, but it didn’t help. I lost interest in everything, including books, and I started skipping meals. It wasn’t planned—I never felt hungry—but people started to notice.

Sadie told me I looked like a ghost. “You should get out more,” she advised, observing me over the top of a book. My sister was always a bit of a know-it-all, but Nadia must’ve been thinking the same thing.

“If a fourteen-year-old girl is coming out with stuff like that, then perhaps it’s time to take a good look at yourself. We’re all worried about you.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted, but Nadia wouldn’t let it drop.

“Something’s bothering you, so how about we sit down and you tell me exactly what it is?”

“I’m okay. Honestly. I’m feeling a bit shitty, that’s all. Everyone gets down sometimes.”

“I know that, Luke, but I don’t believe this is teenage hormones. Is there anyone in your life?”

“What? Like a girl? No. Why?”

“I wondered if this was something to do with your sexuality.”

“I’m not gay.”

Nadia held up her hand in mock surrender. “Okay, I’m only asking.”

“Because of the doll thing?”

“Well, I did wonder—”

I didn’t let my aunt finish. The words seem to tumble from my lips. “I’m a fucking freak! That’s what’s bothering me. I’m a weirdo. The ones people like to watch on the telly so they can have a good laugh.”

Nadia frowned, and her eyes hardened. “Hey, buddy, you’re no weirdo. What’s brought this on?”

“I’ve been looking online. I’m like one of those people who fall in love with statues and stuff.”

“How are you like them?” my aunt asked gently.

“The doll,” I muttered, staring down at my hands. I was starting to rock backwards and forwards, perched on the edge of my chair.

“What? You think you’re actually in love with Natasha?”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to hear myself admitting it, not out loud.

Nadia sighed. “Look, I knew you liked the doll, but you were only ten at the time. It was quite normal.”

“But it’s not normal now, is it?!”

“Aren’t there any girls at school you like?”

I had a lot of respect for my aunt. She was kind and pretty cool, but she still came out with the old traditional crap along with the rest of them.

“I’m a Coleman. In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve got a reputation.”

“That’s not what I asked. Is there a girl you like? Anyone you fancy?”

I shook my head. “I wouldn’t stand a chance with any of them even if I did. My father’s a thug, and everyone thinks my mother’s a prostitute. I’m not exactly the kind of boy a girl would want to take home to meet her parents.”

My aunt looked flustered. I’m not sure what she was thinking, but I wasn’t ready for the next question.

“Do you have thoughts about Natasha? You know…sexual thoughts?”

That was a tricky one. It was difficult to imagine getting it on with an eighteen-inch doll, although I’d sometimes dream there was a naked woman lying next to me and I’d pray it was her, but before we got close, I’d wake up.

When I didn’t answer, Nadia looked as if she was about to cry, which made me feel even worse.

“I’ll be okay,” I said. “It’s just a phase, that’s all. I’ll meet a girl and everything will be okay.”

“I’m sorry, Luke. I don’t think you’re crazy, but your attachment to the doll is bothering you, and maybe you need to talk to someone who can help.”

My heart sank. “A psychiatrist, you mean?”

“Darling, you look like shit and you’re not eating. I think this thing is really screwing you up. There’s something else.” She sounded nervous. “And please don’t go ape-shit on me. It’s only because I care.” She hesitated. “Look, it’s something that occurred to me…I wondered if you’re happy with the way you are. With who you are…”

I wasn’t following. What the hell was she talking about?

Nadia flashed me one of those motherly smiles, sympathy and concern all mixed up together. “What I’m trying to say is…are you comfortable with your gender?”

I stared at her in disbelief. I wasn’t angry. Anger didn’t even begin to describe the disgust I felt. “Don’t you think this is hard enough for me already? My dad told me I looked like a girl, and he hated me for it.”

I ran from the room, taking the stairs three steps at a time, and flung myself on the bed. I wasn’t sure why the question hit me so hard. Did Nadia secretly agree with my father? Was everyone whispering behind my back, thinking I’d look better in a dress? I didn’t have a problem with trans people, and I was cool about having a gay auntie. People had a right to be who they were, but I didn’t want to ‘look like a girl’.

Nadia kept her distance and waited until I eventually made my way back downstairs. She greeted me with a smile that suggested everything was okay if I wanted to talk. I didn’t, but I desperately wanted her to talk to me. There was a difference.

I poured myself a glass of milk from the fridge and sat down, turning on the TV. It was a Saturday, and there was some chef telling me how to feed a family on a budget. Nadia hovered for a while, watching me out of the corner of her eye, and then sat opposite. I felt like an errant pupil about to get a lecture from the headteacher.

“Luke, I never meant to offend you,” she began. “But there are girls and boys—kids of your age—and they are going through hell. They don’t wake up one morning and decide to transition. It’s not a fad or something they do for a bit of fun. Some teens have taken their own lives, so please don’t consider the suggestion to be an insult, okay?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I was sixteen before I accepted I was gay. I wanted to date boys the way my friends did, and sure, there were a few I liked, but it never got beyond friendship.”

“Did Mum know?” I asked.

“I told her first. Your mum wasn’t exactly liberal back then.”

“What did she say?”

Nadia shrugged. “Not much. I think she’d guessed. I was into all the girl singers while her bedroom wall was covered in posters of the boy bands. I was pretty miserable—just like you. I didn’t eat properly, I couldn’t sleep. But then I met a girl. It was three months before I plucked up the courage to hold her hand and another six months before we even kissed.” She smiled and blushed. “It was more of a peck than a snog, and we were never intimate, but she taught me stuff. She taught me to love myself for who I was. She took me to places where I could meet other girls like me. I think we would have stayed together, but after twelve months, she moved to Australia with her family, and it broke my heart.”
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